To characterize temporal variations of live births in Japan, we analyzed data on the 1,203,147 births of 1998. In hospitals, with 20+ beds, the daily average of live births was significantly lower at weekends and national holidays (mean=1,433, SD=100) than on weekdays (mean=1,957, SD=126). Hourly distributions of live births showed a single sharp peak at 1:00-2:59 pm on weekdays with a small peak at an earlier hour on Saturdays, Sundays and national holidays. The results in clinics, with no bed or less than 20 beds, were similar to those in hospitals except on Saturdays. The difference in the daily average of live births between Saturdays and weekdays was smaller in clinics than that found in hospitals, and hourly distributions on Saturdays resembled those of weekdays but not Sundays or national holidays. Maternity homes showed no differences in the mean number of daily live births over the days of the week including national holidays, and no clear peak of percentage distributions of hourly live births on each day of the week. The present study suggests that the weekly and hourly variations observed in hospitals and clinics are not due to a biological rhythm of labor, but to obstetric intervention in the timing of delivery, either through induction of labor or elective cesarean section.
RESULTS

Places of birth
The number of live births in Japan in 1998 was 1,203,147. Figure 1 , the number on each weekday was significantly higher (8-16%) than that for all days of the year. On Saturdays, Sundays, and national holidays it was significantly lower (16-23%). shows a significant difference at p<0.05 in the mean of the day compared with that of Saturdays using the Tukey's HSD test among Saturdays, Sundays and national holidays.
* shows a significant difference in the mean of the respective day compared with the overall daily average for the year.
Maternity homes
The daily average of live births for the overall days of the year in maternity homes was 33 (SD=6). The mean number was the highest (34 with SD=6) on Tuesdays and was the lowest (32 with SD=6) on Fridays ( Figure 5 ), but unlike hospitals and clinics no statistical differences were obtained in any combination among weekdays. In addition, the average of live births for Saturdays, Sundays and national holidays (32 with SD=5) did not significantly differ from that of weekdays (33). No differences were observed between the daily average of live births on the overall days of the year or that of any day of the week, either.
As shown in Figure 6 , the percentage distribution of hourly live births showed fluctuations because of the small number of live births per hour per day. In contrast to those in hospitals and clinics, however, temporal variations on each day of the week including national holidays showed a similar pattern: higher in the early morning and lower in the evening. 
DISCUSSION
We could not analyze data on the number of stillbirths in the same manner as we have done in the current study because the 
